We carried out a literature search for operas that had a visually impaired character. We included unilaterally or bilaterally, totally or nearly blind characters.
Introduction
Art depicts life through the language of its chosen medium. It may speak to aesthetic sensibilities, to intellectual curiosity, to a search for deeper understanding, or it may simply reflect the realities of the human condition mirrored in daily lives (1) .
From early 17 th century Italy to present-day popularity, works of opera have graced the performing arts with a combination of music, song, and drama. One human condition that has attracted the attention of novelists, playwrights, and opera librettists is blindness. This aroused our professional interest and curiosity regarding these characters.
In this article, we categorize the operas in which visually impaired or blind characters appear so as to evaluate the possible cause of their blindness or near blindness, the role their blindness played in the libretto (storyline and lyrics), and any symbolic meaning or dramatic purpose attached to the visual loss. st with no specific orientation of causes of blindness across the centuries. Twenty-four characters appear to be young, while the remaining are described as old. Thirteen were female, the rest were male. Female voice types were 12 sopranos or mezzo-sopranos and 1 contralto. Male voice types were 21 baritone or bass, 7 tenor; 10 were nonsinging roles, with mixed voices in the choirs. No information could be obtained for 2 male characters in old operas. The ophthalmologist was a baritone (Tabs. II-V).
Fifty characters (2 as a choir) were totally blind, 3 nearly blind bilaterally, and 2 had unilateral visual loss. More than one character with visual impairment was found in 17 of the operas. Five characters became blind during the action: 4 remained blind, while 1 regained their sight, 1 of whom became blind again. In 1 opera, an ophthalmologist cured the blind character (Tabs. II-V).
Etiologies

Group I: Organic (n = 34)
Trauma was the cause of blindness in 11 characters (Tab. VI). Traumas were war-related (gas poisoning or explosion) or fight-related in 3, accidental in 2 (eyes were blinded during a fight), and punishment-related (putting out of eyes) in 6. Five further characters were described as having congenital blindness, and the remaining had blindness of unknown origin, with 1 presumably alcohol-related toxic optic neuropathy (Tabs. II-VI).
Group II: Nonorganic (n = 9)
Nine characters presented psychogenic or malingering blindness: 3 self-enucleation (1 unilateral, 2 bilateral), 3 psychogenic, and 3 malingering (Tabs. II-VI).
Group III: Other (symbolic or miracle) (n = 12)
Out of 2 who had miracle-related blindness, one was cured and became blind again due to a miracle (Tabs. II, IV, VI).
Storyline
The operas were categorized into 4 groups according to the libretto.
Biblical or mythical
These operas are set in a biblical context, either the Old or New Testament, or based on legends or myths. The earliest was composed in 1836 and the latest in 1966 (Tab. II).
Blind beggars and blind musicians
These operas revolve around blind beggars or blind musicians as main characters. The earliest was composed in 1741 and the latest in 1975 (Tab. III).
Historical (real or fictional characters)
These operas are centered on historical figures who existed, mainly royals, with stories of intrigue and succession to kingly thrones, or on stories set in historical contexts depicting action and characters that are fictional. The earliest was composed in 1784 and the latest in 1928 (Tab. IV).
Contemporary or futuristic
These operas contain contemporary stories in recognizably present-day settings, or operas that treat futuristic themes. The earliest opera in this group was composed in 1958 and the latest in 2006 (Tab. V).
Discussion
The performing arts, such as opera, are a rich mirror of the human condition, in which certain pathologies may form an integral part of a story and its denouement. Despite its prevalence, no study exists that reviews blind characters in opera. We sought to investigate the reasons behind the inclusion of blind characters in operas.
The use of blind characters is not attributable to any particular composer, era, or librettist. Blindness as an operatic device was spread over 38 composers and across the 3 centuries of the existence of the art form. However, most cases of blindness were detected in operas of the 19 th and 20 th centuries, particularly fertile times for opera.
Characters with visual impairment are representative of causes of visual impairment in the era when those operas were composed, adding veracity and pathos for the onlooker. The audience would have been familiar with age-related blindness, the prevalence of nontreatable eye-related illnesses, the ravages of war and violence, and punishment by blindness echoed in the Bible and mythology. To be continued While an opera diva performs on the stage, the father and a doctor are waiting for her in her dressing room discussing autopsy methods.
At the end of the show, she decides to devote herself to her father. The blind officer (main), tenor Trauma: Gas poisoning 20 th century; Italy. The Dictator is held responsible for blinding the officer with poison gas.
TABLE IV -Continued
Trauma or presumed trauma was revealed as a major category of blindness in the operas, most frequently a result of war and fights. War-related blindness evidenced the cruelty of war (2, 3) . Blindness caused by accidents created dramatic effect, heightening tension for events to follow (4, 5). Putting out eyes was a punishment in which the eyes were scooped out, or pierced, or in which a source of intense heat, such as a hot poker, seared the eyes (6, 7). It was used as a means of incapacitating a person. Generally, retribution was enacted, directly or vicariously, showcasing the power of will in overcoming adversity, thus serving an allegorical purpose.
Interestingly, an ophthalmologist appears as a character in one of the operas. He cures a young patient, presumably by performing a congenital cataract operation (Tab. IV) (8) . At the end of the opera, the patient can see but is bothered by extreme light and seems unable to make sense of her surroundings as she had never beheld them before. Modern medicine allows the librettist to establish equality between 2 betrotheds: seer and nonseer. Tchaikovsky composed the opera while traveling in the United States and would have known of modern cataract treatment (9) .
The majority of blind or nearly blind characters portray elderly people. The exact etiology of the condition is not discernable from the librettos, but presumably is congenital, due to age, or infection-related. Age-related eye disease signified wisdom for some, while for others it symbolized weakness and disability (Tabs. II and IV). The etiology of blindness in younger characters was not clear, but could have been either congenital or the aftermath of infection. No ophthalmic antibiotics existed in the times when many of these operas were composed (10).
Blindness may be unwittingly self-inflicted, as in psychogenic cases, i.e., nonorganic visual loss caused by strong emotions, such as deep sorrow and excessive crying due to unrequited love or the loss of a favorite person (5, 11) . Psychogenic blindness is used as a device to emphasize the depth of emotion experienced by characters (Tabs. II and V). Some characters blinded themselves to gain strength or to punish themselves (Tab. II) (12) (13) (14) . In these cases, self-mutilation is used to accentuate the sense of sacrifice made wittingly by characters in the pursuit of wisdom or the feeling of remorse. Functional blindness, on the other hand, was used as a dramatic device to create a humorous atmosphere (Tabs. III and IV) (15, 16) .
Blindness in certain characters is associated with wisdom and sometimes with abilities that are atypical, conferring a mystical aura to the person. Similarly, group blindness is used as a metaphorical reflection on the demise of leadership and the groping for knowledge in a changing world; knowledge requires strength of character, not the fearful reactions of the blind (Tab. V) (17, 18) .
Vision loss was central to many of the operatic themes. Hearing loss and other sensory or physical limitations have not had such a distinctive place in opera throughout the centuries. Blindness would have been a common factor in the lives of all social classes. Its finality as a punishment justified retribution, and, in being cured, it was easily associated with the miraculous. It enhanced emotional conflict, served as a priceless gift in exchange for wisdom, drove humor, and assuaged remorse. The nature of vision made it an allegorical device to promote atypical gifts, instilling an alternative understanding of sight.
Appreciation of the perspectives on blindness offered by the performing arts, in this case opera, can awaken us to the social factors that prevailed prior to the modern era, and point to the discoveries still to come in cognitive interpretations of vision.
